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Upper Parish Vestry Book Unlocks Colonial Past 


By ERIC R. HERST 
Power, influence and the 
ability to enforce laws in the 
upper parish of Nansemond 
County was clearly in the 


hands of the wealthy lan- 
downers, according to the 
Vestry Book of the Upper 
Parish which recorded vestry 
activity from the year 1743 to 


1793. 

The vestry, by statute and 
definition, made up the 
parish budget, levied and 
apportioned the taxes for 


parish expenses, employed 


ministers and other church 
officers such as clerks and 
lay-readers, 
repaired 


built 
churches 


and 
and 


Bacon’s Castle in Surry County is said to be the only full Jacobean house existing in this country. The over 300-year old house 
is situated in a grove of trees, some of them almost as old as the house itself. 


Features Georgian Architecture 


Bacon’s Castle Was Site 
Of A ‘Revolution’ Of Sorts — 


Bacon’s Castle in Surry 
County is one of Virginia’s 
most valued landmarks, both 
historically and ar- 
chitecturally. ° 

This handsome house is 
believed to have been built 
about 1655 and was first 
known as Allen’s Brick 
House. 

Allen was born in England 
in 1608 and had patented land 
on the south side of the James 
River. He died in 1670 and left 
his estate to his son, Major 
Arthur Allen, who was sur- 
veyor of lands and a speaker 
in the House of Burgesses. 


It was in 1676 when 
Nationa} Bacon led some of 
his fellow colonists in a 
rebellion against Governor 
William Berkley’s policies 
that about 70 of Bacon's 
followers in Surry County 
seized and held Allen's Brick 
House for more than three 
months. 


According to a record, 
‘Arthur Allen was led by late 
wicked Rebels forbid from 
his house’”’. They confiscated 
all of the estate ‘‘ransacking 
and making what havoc they 
pleased both within dore and 
without and fortified them- 
selves against Berkley. 


So inasmuch as it was fort 
for Bacon’s it has been known 
as ‘‘Bacon’s Castle’’ since 
that time. 

In December, 1676 it was 
recaptured by a force from 
the Governor's ship, Young 
Prince. 

After the rebellion Major 
Allen returned and the 
property remained in the 
family until it passed into the 
hands of Col. John H. 
Hankins, who lived there 
during the Civil War.It was 
during the ownership of the 
Hankins family that Sidney 
Lanier, Southern poet, on 
turlough from a _ nearby 
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Confederate signal station, 
visited Bacon’s Castle, as 
guest of the young ladies who 
lived there. 

Some years after the Civil 
War the Castle tract was 
bought by William Allen 
Warren, a direct discendant 
of Thomas Warren who came 
from Kent, England about 
1640, and in 1651 built the 
brick manor house at Smith 
Fort Plantation in Surry 
County. 


Bacon's Castle remained in 
the Warren family until July 
12, 1972, date of the death of 
Walker Pegram Warren, who 
was born at ‘“‘the Castle” on 
December 24, 1885. 

Warren stipulated in his 
will that the executors should 
find a buyer who would open 
it to the public. It is presently 
under the ownership of the 
Association for the Preser- 
vation of Virginia Antiquites. 

Bacon's Castle is of even 
greater interest to the student 
of architecture. The old house 
has grown in size through the 
years, with a new wing in 
1846, which features 
Georgian architecture. 
However, the original part is 
still intact, with its cruciform 
outline and two-foot-thick 
English bond brick walls. 
Probably the most arresting 
feature is the pair of triple 
diamond shaped brick 
chimneys soaring high on the 
sides. There are contoured 
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cornices on the curvilinear 
gable ends of the sharp ‘‘A”’ 
roof. The house has a two- 
story poreh tower at the front 
and a stair tower at the rear. 
Eighteenth century paneling 
had been installed in the main 
rooms, but when some of this 
was removed from over the 
cavernous fireplaces, the 
Tudor. carved and pointed 
wooden beams were 
discovered, an architectural 
feature seldom seen outside 
of England. 

The attic provides an 
almost medieval atmosphere 
for secret hiding places under 
the eaves and floors. The 
basement, too, speaks of long 
ago with thick floors and 
heavy hand-hewn interlocked 
beams crossing the ceiling. 

Thomas Tileston Water- 
mon, distinguished architect, 
wrote of Bacon's Castle: 
“With its geometric gables 
and the chimneys and stair 


tower it is the only full 
Jacobean house extent in this 
country.” 

Castles often appear 


brooding and forbidding, but 
Bacon's Castle, faded pink 
with the patina of time, 
waiting among centuries-old 
beeches and oaks at the end 
of a long lane, in a peaceful 
setting reminiscent of the 
English countryside, is more 
gracious than grim, seeming 
with its front tower to have 
taken a step forward to greet 
the visitor. 
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chapels, took care of the poor, 
kept birth and death records, 


appointed persons to 
establish and maintain the 
boundary lines of lan- 
downers, (known as 


processioning), kept a record 
of theif reports, and exer- 
cised all other powers needed 
for the management of 


_ parochial affairs. 


Of all the duties entrusted 
to the vestry, the most im- 
portant was processioning of 
land boundaries’ which 
determine the record of land 
titles. 

Over half of the old vestry 
book is devoted to 
processional orders which 
were conducted every fourth 
year by two freeholders per 
precinct. 

As recorded in the vestry 
book, the parish had 26 
precincts in 1744 and 30 in 
1784 when the church was 
disestablished. 

In general, the activity of 
the vestry recorded in the 
book was the activity of such 
prominent local men as 
Andrew Meade, who was for 
years a respresentative of 
Nansemond County in the 
House of Burgesses, a 
member of the county court 
and an officer in the militia. 

Members of his family, and 
his descendants, also were 
recorded in the book as 
vestrymen of the Upper 
Parish (now St. Paul's 
Parish). 

Other prominent families 
who were  numerously 
represented on the vestry 
were the Norfleets, Bakers, 
Sumners and Riddicks. 

Vestrymen Lemuel and 
Willis Riddick represented 
Nansemond County for many 
years in the House of 
Burgesses. 

To maintain their status 
and position, it was 
customary for vestrymen to 
be succeeded by their sons or 
to be chosen from the same 
families. In addition, various 
lists of justices for the county 
court of Nansemond County 


listed in the book read like 

lists of vestrymen of the 

Upper. and Suffolk parishes. 
Ministers 

Although the vestry book 
contains a meager supply of 
information on the ministers 
which served the parish 
during this time, mention is 
made of a robust and 
uninhibited minister named 
Patrick Lunan. 

His actions were so of- 
fensive to the parish that the 
vestry filed a libel against 
him in the general court, the 
highest court of the Virginia 
colony which concerned itself 
with ecclesiastical affairs. 

Among the charges 
recorded against the Rev. 
Lunan in 1768 were that he 
was habitually drunk, and a 
profound swearer. The court 
did not deprive the Rev. 
Lunan of his position and left 
it up to the vestry to dispense 
of him in 1774. 

Church Construction 

When the vestry book opens 
with the notation 1743, there 
is mention in processioning 
orders three and four of ‘‘the 
Brick Church’’. Recent 
historical investigations have 
located the site of this church 
on the Western Branch of the 
Nansemond River about 
seven miles north of old 
Suffolk. 

The eventual construction 
of a new church closer to the 
center of population at 
Constant warehouse was 
recorded as meeting with 
some opposition by those 
landowners who were 
assessed 1,600 pounds of 
tobacco to pay for con- 
struction cost. 

In addition, the vestry also 


Leaves Of History 


March 21, 1775. Rev. 
William Andrews was the 
minister in the Upper Parish 
of Nansemand, and the last 
P.E. Minister for some time. 

March 21, 1921. This was 
the hottest day for the season 
on record the thermometer 
standing at 5 degrees. 


recorded the construction of 
chapels of ease which were 
built for the convenience of 
those living at a considerable 
distance from the parish 
church. 

An interesting experiment 
recorded in the vestry book 
was the construction of anl 
almshouse where the poor of 
the parish, might be con- 
centrated, supervised, put to 
work, and pauper children 
schooled. 

The vestry ordered con- 
struction of the house on May 
16, 1752 for the sum of 150 
Pounds current money. The 
sum was later raised to 200 
Pounds. 

The vestry book records 
also that the house was to be 
puilt: ‘‘on a lot in Suffolk 
Town belonging to Josiah 
Riddick lying on Main 
Street." 


Although the house was 
constructed and instruction 
started, the vestry was 
continually beset with money 
problems over the alm- 
shouse. 

The problems were to 
continue until the parish 
decided to sell the buildings 
1778, in order to raise eno@h 
money to lessen the parish 
levy which was still taxed to 
the church faithful. 

The decline of the parish, 
however, was to continue well 
beyond the passage of the 
Confiscatory Act of 1802 
which took away all the 
parish as well as most of its 
buildings. 

And, it was not until some 
60 years later that the parish 
made a modest revival that 
eventual saw the _ tran- 
sformation of the upper 
parish into St. Paul’s parish. 
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